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Below The Class (2008)

When The Class (Entre les murs) was released in 2008, it
received popular attention and critical acclaim. The
first French film to win the Palme d’Or in over twenty
years, it garnered praise for its depiction of a Parisian
middle school where a white teacher wrestles with
the rebellions of his mostly minority students, many
of whom are immigrants. Based on a 2006 novel by
the teacher François Bégaudeau, the film blurs the
lines between drama and documentary in director
Laurent Cantet’s casting of Bégaudeau as the protagonist François Marin, and local adolescents, parents
and teachers in supporting roles. Though global in its
themes and scope, the film takes place largely in a
single room, never moving beyond the walls of the
school, hence its French title, ‘between the walls’.
While The Class was received warmly by reviewers, it
rapidly became the subject of intense debate. Detractors dismiss it as ‘crowd pleasing’ and only a ‘slightly
more insightful twist on the classroom film popularized by Hollywood chestnuts like Blackboard Jungle
and Dangerous Minds’ (Porton 2008: 83). Supporters
tended to contextualize it within French culture, noting that it ‘interrogate[s] the role French schools play
in shaping national identity’ (Strand 2009: 259), drawing parallels to ‘l’école républicaine’ (Sachs 2008: 73)1
or concluding dryly, ‘I was hard-pressed to think of a
French film in which students were inspired by their
teachers to change their unruly ways and strive for
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greatness of epic proportions à la hollywoodienne’
(Herbeck 2009: 174). The right responded forcefully
to what they perceived as a celebration of multicultural resistance to authority, such that Jean-Marie Le
Pen disdainfully remarked, ‘the film does have the
merit of showing us what the composition of these
Parisian collèges really is,’ and then Minister of Education Xavier Darcos cast it as an indictment of an
egalitarian approach to teaching. Conservative philosophers suggested it revealed the ‘social breakdown’ of French schools (Philippe Meurieu) and the
ability of ‘everyone to say without thinking what he
has on his mind’ over ‘scrupulous, precise, nuanced,
and courteous’ speech (Alain Finkielkraut), constituting an assault against civilization itself (quoted in
Strand 2009: 270).
Yet, notably, these critics all subscribed to the
notion that The Class captured the reality of France’s
schools. Cantet’s casting of local adolescents lent
the film credibility, while handheld cameras offered
a ‘look of cinéma-vérité […] realism’ (Williams 2013:
158), creating ‘the aura of documentary’ (Strand
2009: 265). That Cantet encouraged improvisation
furthered this narrative, such that one critic asserted,
Cantet ‘trusts his amateurs to know their own lives’
since they ‘play parts close to their own social roles’
and he ‘relies on his performers to provide an expertise that he lacks’ (O’Shaughnessy 2016: 45–46).
While a teacher may be more apt to act like a
teacher than an actor is, Cantet’s strategy masks the
fact that his film is fictional. He co-wrote the script
and directed his ‘non-professionals’, despite initially encouraging improvisation. That critics refer
to Bégaudeau’s novel as ‘memoir’ (Herbeck 2009) or
use qualifiers like ‘semi-autobiographical account’
and ‘autobiographical novel’ (Sachs 2008; Dargis
2008; Gueye 2009; Porton 2008) is telling, suggesting
Bégaudeau’s collaboration reinforced this reading of
the film as ‘true’ or ‘authentic’.2
In fact, the acclaim Cantet received obscures the
way The Class reinforces the very undercurrents in
French culture he sets out to critique. Rather than
unearthing or mirroring the racial dynamics of
twenty-first-century Paris, Cantet brings to the film a
set of fascinations and anxieties latent in the French
imagination about blackness, Islam and Arab culture. His preoccupations and preconceptions with
race, religion and nationality appear first in the portrayal of Muslim immigrants as threatening; next, in
his image of a ‘white saviour’ bent on rescuing racial
minorities; and last, through a narrative that symbolically banishes its Muslim characters. These elements make The Class not just a postcolonial text,
reflecting France’s long history with its African and
Muslim subjects, but one that sheds light on the

embattled landscape of twenty-first century France,
and the West more broadly, in the long wake of September 11, 2001.

Reading the illegible Arabic
The Class stages the classroom as France itself in its
struggles to define its post-millennial identity, anticipating the resurgence of the Front National with its
newfound populist bent, new-old xenophobia and
distinctly contemporary concern with fighting ‘radical Islam’. At its centre is François Marin, whose
name signals that he stands in for France, or a certain
kind of ‘French-ness’. Exuding a progressive veneer,
François embodies liberal European culture. That
Cantet chooses Paris, the capital and cultural centre
of France, as the location of The Class – not the banlieues, with their immigrant population and problems
of unemployment and poverty – underlines that his
film is not just about schools, but about France, how
it defines itself as a nation, and who belongs.
Critics have noted how race and class appear in
The Class in the gap between white bourgeois teachers ‘with names like Gilles, François, Jean-Philippe,
and Sylvie’ (Sachs 2008: 77) versus the multi-ethnic student body. Abdoulaye Gueye, in particular,
observes that
The strict space of the school staff, which
concentrates the power, prestige, and authority of the institution, appears in The
Class as predominantly white and non
immigrant. The role that crystallizes prestige and/or authority – the teacher’s – is
monopolized by people of European descent, so much so that whiteness appears
to be the embodiment and benchmark of
power and worthiness. The teaching staff
is exclusively white, and the highest rank
within this profession, the school head, is
held by a white male. (Gueye 2009: 163)3
Gueye also notes a dichotomy between white and
Asian students, who express intelligence and ambition, versus black students, who resist authority. The
most visible among these – Boubacar, Carl, Khoumba
and Souleymane – illustrate his point.
Souleymane, in particular, plays a prominent role.
As is typical of Cantet’s antiheros, Souleymane is
unable to find a sense of belonging and is a source
of tension (Williams 2011: 63). There is more to Souleymane than blackness, however, and while Gueye’s
analysis has merit, it overlooks the ways in which
Souleymane is also marked as Muslim. Souleymane’s
www.filmint.nu | 7
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[T]he acclaim Cantet received obscures the way The Class reinforces the
very undercurrents in French culture he sets out to critique.
family immigrated from Mali, a Muslim-majority
country bordering Arab nations like Mauritania
and Algeria. 90 per cent of Malians are Sunni Islam.
One of its many languages is Arabic (though Bambara is most common) and their official language is
French – it is ‘the language of administration and of
the schools and is the main unifying tongue for the
country’s diverse population’ (‘Mali’ 2012: 443–44).
In Souleymane’s identity then, race and nation drag
religion with them, such that western perceptions of
Islam affect Souleymane’s portrayal.
Beyond how religion overlaps with race, and more
significant to understanding The Class, it’s important
to bear in mind the way religion has become a hotly
politicized marker of difference in France, as in the
West more broadly. Headscarves were legally banned
from French schools in 2004, and a ban on the use
of burqas and niqabs followed in 2011.4 Released in
2008, The Class is bookended by these laws that delineate schools as a secular space meant to serve as a
locus of national culture, and that attempt to erase
the presence of Muslims. The recent popularity of
Marine Le Pen, despite her presidential defeat, suggests this resonance of a nationalism that demonizes Islam, reflecting the Front National’s roots as
a reaction to the loss of Algeria with a fixation on
preserving European whiteness and political power
(Hainsworth 2016: 31).5
The Class is also imbued with an orientalist perspective, whose deep roots may be attributed to Islamic
medieval conquests: ‘Not for nothing did Islam come
to symbolize terror, devastation, the demonic, hordes
of hated barbarians,’ Edward Said notes, concluding:
‘For Europe, Islam was a lasting trauma’ (1978: 59).
Souleymane reflects the contemporary phenomenon
whereby ‘Muslim’ as a category has been racialized
into a set of features considered intrinsic, hereditary and alien, much as the cultural critic Moustafa
Bayoumi notes of their popular image in the United
States (2015: 190). That Islam is implicated in Souleymane’s resistance to being schooled, surfaces
most saliently in three moments: first, in revealing
his tattoo; second, through his mother’s interactions
in a parent-teacher conference; and third, in Souleymane’s photography project. Taken together, these
scenes create a picture of Islam, the Arabic language
and, in particular, Muslim immigrants as ‘illegible’ –
that is, impossible for French culture to comprehend,
translate or assimilate.
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The tattoo
In the first of these scenes, Souleymane sits in the
back of the class cracking jokes and neglecting his
work; the auto-portrait he composes reads with circular logic: ‘I have nothing to say about me because
no one knows me but me’ (Bégaudeau et al. 2008a:
51).6 Whereas Bégaudeau’s novel sketches Souleymane through brief, repeated exchanges in which
François asks Souleymane to remove his hood and
cap, Cantet expands Souleymane into an antihero,
centring and deepening his character. In one heated
exchange with a student who baits him, claiming he
cannot write, Souleymane exposes a tattoo in Arabic from ‘Le Coran’, translating it: ‘If your words are
less important than silence, keep quiet’ (Bégaudeau
et al. 2008a: 53). This abrupt reference to the Qur’an
marks Souleymane as Muslim, while emphasizing
his resistance to the French language, reinforcing
a stereotype of Islam as antithetical to European
Enlightenment culture – a barrier, rather than a
bridge, associated with a character consistently portrayed as disruptive and threatening. A Muslim from
North Africa, Souleymane is represented as ‘absolutely different (the reasons change from epoch to
epoch) from the West’ (Said 1978: 96).
The relation of language to power, a theme
throughout, emerges as a focus on the problem of
translation. François’s inability to ‘read’ Souleymane
is suggested in his inability to read his tattoo, which
even Souleymane’s friend Boubacar mistranslates.
Souleymane’s translation shows for the first time his
engagement with language – it is clearly important
to him that the quote be translated accurately, and
he claims rightly that his translation is ‘plus beau’
than Boubacar’s. Yet this moment also suggests an
unreliability, or even an impossibility, of translation
as Souleymane brings a religious statement, foreign
to mainstream Christian culture, into an ostensibly secular institution, one where headscarves have
already been banned – as well as in the content itself
of the quote itself. Oddly, Souleymane’s attribution
of the verse to the Qur’an is misleading. The closest Islamic verse – ‘He who believes in Allah and the
Last Day must either speak good or remain silent’ –
is not from the Qur’an, but from a hadith, one of the
narratives passed down on the life and teachings of
Muhammad (Nawawi 1998: 1135; Hadith 1511).
Is Souleymane getting it wrong, or is Cantet? The
tattoo itself is filmed to be unreadable even for viewers who can read Arabic. More perplexingly, Islam
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generally prohibits tattoos – especially Sunni Islam,
which is dominant in Mali – a prohibition associated
with identity politics in the face of western cultural
colonization.7 Is Cantet characterizing Souleymane
as paradoxically rebelling against both French culture and Islamic identity politics, or is he simply a
confused teenager? Or, is it Cantet himself who
didn’t do his homework? Regardless, audiences are
given a false sense of authenticity, while Souleymane
is marked as Muslim as no other student is – nor are
the other students marked with any religious identity. Cantet thus leads audiences to view Souleymane’s character, fate and family through a lens of
religious otherness.

The mother
Islam’s foreignness continues to be underscored
through Souleymane’s mother, who appears in a
sequence of parent–teacher conferences that follows this scene. Here, we meet the parents of Wei,
the earnest Chinese immigrant whom the teachers dote on, followed by three other sets of parents.
The conferences blend moments of sweetness and
humour (‘it’s crazy how alike you are,’ François tells
one father/son pair, who reply, ‘we’re the lookers in
the family’), with more prickly exchanges, as when a
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mother defends her son’s Goth style as resistance to
‘the system’, and another refers disparagingly to the
school as ‘average’. That the parents resemble their
children adds to the charm, but is no surprise, since
all are played by their real-life parents.
The notable exception is Souleymane’s mother,
played by the film’s only professional actor, Fatoumata Kanté. Her ‘role is the most fabricated’, Cantet
has noted, describing it as an ‘exception’ (Bégaudeau and Cantet 2008: 7). In a film based in improvisation by actual students, parents and teachers,
Souleymane’s mother is the only character that is
entirely fictional – significantly so, for Souleymane’s
mother is crucial for developing the otherness of
Souleymane. Her conference departs strikingly from
the others’ since François has nothing positive to
say about Souleymane, only a list of delinquencies.
Notably, his mother speaks no French, so that she
sits in stony-faced silence, except when aggressively
questioning Souleymane’s brother, who serves as a
makeshift translator.8
Kanté’s appearance reinforces this sense of foreignness. The other parents shown are white or
Asian – one student, Nassim, is likely of Middle Eastern descent, but his father speaks French fluently,
signalling that both are native-born. Wei’s parents,
like Souleymane’s, struggle with French, but smile
pleasantly, speaking well enough to have an amiable
www.filmint.nu | 9

Articles ‘The Most Fabricated Exception’

exchange. Souleymane’s fictional mother, by contrast, appears hostile. A long black scarf is wrapped
loosely over her head and shoulders, covering her
hair. When she speaks to the brother in a language
that viewers are given no subtitles to access, her
tone ranges from incredulous to combative, and she
rises to leave abruptly while François is still speaking, giving the impression that she is dismissing him.
Non-French viewers might recall that significant
emphasis is placed on formal greetings and leavetaking in France as a marker of politesse.
This ‘most fabricated exception’ of Souleymane’s
mother underlines his difference. On one level, she
may be read through a lens of race and nation, as
reflecting a mother’s ‘untouchable status in African society’ (Williams 2011: 70). Yet Souleymane’s
mother also embodies western perceptions of Arab
culture, her black scarf reflecting Frantz Fanon’s
writings that ‘the veil worn by the women appears
with such constancy that it generally suffices [for
Europeans] to characterize Arab society’ (1965: 35).
Unpacking its symbolic function, Fanon explains,
‘[w]hat is in fact the assertion of a distinct identity, concerned with keeping intact a few shreds of
national existence, is attributed to religious, magical,
fanatical behavior’ (41). This mother’s veil signals
that this religious difference is cast as ‘fanatical’ and
irrational. Contemporary neo-orientalism shifts the
focus from sexuality to anger: the veiled woman is a
potential terrorist, or conversely, a victim in need of
saving (think Malala). Her appearance and demeanour suggest rage, the veil covering not something
erotic but explosive – a mistrust and a violent resentment.
Souleymane’s mother reinforces the image of the
untranslatable Muslim – unable to understand or
make herself understood, and thus, assimilate. This
inability to comprehend even the cultural norms of
a parent-teacher conference takes on dimensions
beyond language in her interactions with François,
which mirror Souleymane’s aggression and lack of
accountability, leaving François flummoxed. The
brother, too, ‘s’enflamme très vite’ (‘immediately
becomes heated’), the script states, as he protests,
‘Souleymane tells us he works hard’ (Bégaudeau et
al. 2008a: 59–60). The script’s other descriptions are
instructive: ‘Souleymane’s brother becomes annoyed
as he translates for his mother who also starts to get
angry’; ‘Souleymane’s mother, as angry as before,

starts talking curtly to her son’; ‘Souleymane’s
mother has already turned to leave’ (Bégaudeau et
al. 2008a: 60–61)
The original screenplay adds, ‘[l]a mère regarde
dans une autre direction, semblant ruminer sa
colère, ou sa deception’ (‘The mother looks away,
ruminating on her anger or deception’) (Bégaudeau
et al. 2008b: 83). The screenplay establishes, too, that
‘his mother doesn’t understand a word of French’
(Bégaudeau et al. 2008a: 59). The American version
even states repeatedly that she speaks ‘in Malian’
(60), which, since no such language exists, muddies
the realism further. Souleymane’s family may speak
one of many languages common in Mali, but French
is Mali’s official language – a carry-over from colonialism – making it surprising how completely unable
this mother is to speak or comprehend it (or it would
be, were she Souleymane’s actual mother, instead of
a fictional character conceived of by Cantet).
Her departure ends the montage of conferences
on a tense note, and this unease bleeds into the next
establishing shot, a close-up of Souleymane’s phone
showing a photo of his mother, her head covered by
the same scarf, her hand raised in a forbidding gesture.

The work of art in the age of mechanical
reproduction
The scene that follows allows viewers to glimpse a
more sympathetic side to Souleymane, yet continues to paint his mother as angry and indecipherable. François tells his students to refine auto-portraits
begun in class, homework Souleymane characteristically ignored. When François spots him showing
pictures on his phone to friends, he suggests that Souleymane should print them as his auto-portrait. Souleymane acts self-deprecating, but clearly is pleased.
While at least one reviewer sees this scene as ‘a
euphoric breakthrough’ (Bradshaw 2009), two key
aspects undercut its promise, reinforcing a sense of
Muslims as ‘other’. First, in her photo, the mother
appears hostile, raising her hand in disapproval. Her
scarf appears again linked to an impression of intimidating indecipherability. As Souleymane’s tattoo
is coupled with his defiance, the headscarf merges
with his mother’s unwillingness to be captured by
a photograph – acts of resistance, difference and

Rather than unearthing or mirroring the racial dynamics of twenty-firstcentury Paris, Cantet brings to the film a set of fascinations and anxieties
latent in the French imagination about blackness, Islam and Arab culture.
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resentment merged with visible markers of Muslim
identity.
That Muslims are framed as illegible emerges,
too, through François’s instructions. In his desire
to appropriate and legitimize Souleymane’s photographs as an academic project, François requires
that he create captions. The French word for ‘captions’ is légendes (legends), which is important as it
carries a double meaning in the dialogue. François,
Souleymane and his friend Boubacar huddle around
a computer onto which Souleymane downloads his
pictures:
François: And now you could add a legend.
Souleymane: A legend? Meaning?
Boubacar: Like a story or a tale.
François: No, not that kind of legend. A caption under the photo like in newspapers.
Souleymane: You mean, like in Le Parisien?
François: Yes, like in Le Parisien […]
What kind of legend could you put
here? Who is this woman?
[…]
Souleymane: My mother.
François: Well, you could say she’s
your mother. Then you could explain why she’s making this gesture of
pushing away the photographer.
[…]
Souleymane: She hates photos.
François: So, write that. ‘My mother hates
having her photo taken.’ That’s a legend,
see? (Bégaudeau et al. 2008a: 65–66)
François thus legitimizes the photos through legends,
folding together the double meaning of caption and
story.
François’s attempt to enculturate Souleymane in
this fashion is oddly reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s characterization of modernization’s development in his 1936 essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction’. Benjamin asserts that
the popularization of, first, photography, then film,
changed the public’s relationship to art, in part
because of the way that photos and movies are reproduced, eliminating the very concept of an original
and its ‘aura’. Benjamin’s reading of the evolution of
photography sheds light on the political implications
at the root of François’s directive to Souleymane, as
well as those underlying Cantet’s scripting of this
scene, which, like so many revolving around Souleymane, is not featured in Bégaudeau’s book.
Benjamin ([1936] 1968) suggests that photography
has contributed to the disappearance of aura in art,
not just through the absence of the ‘authority’ of an

original, but also through the evolution of early photography from the private sphere to the public space
of magazines and exhibitions. Tracing a trajectory
from paintings – which have an aura that elicits an
individual, spiritual response – to the movies – which
elicit a mass response – Benjamin ([1936] 1968) suggests that this transformation of art’s nature pivots
on the evolution of photography – specifically, photography published in magazines with captions, or,
as the French would say, legends. Captions represent
many things: the transfer of art from private to public space; a concurrent shift in the underlying purpose and value of photography from the spiritual (in
his words, the ‘ritual’ or ‘cult’) to one aligned with
profit and politics (where he sees fascism, I see capitalism, but the two go hand in hand); and, most crucially, the inscription onto the photographic image of
one set meaning, which directs its viewers, removing
their agency and diminishing the chance for contemplation. His description of this pivot is reflected in
the transformation we witness as Souleymane’s portrait of his mother moves from his phone, through
the process of printing and captioning, to the wall
of François’s classroom as a makeshift exhibition
space. Speaking about the early stages of photography before captioning was popularized, Benjamin
refers to photographic portraiture as bearing the last
vestiges of aura in evoking the contemplation of one
who is absent: ‘For the last time the aura emanates
from the early photographs in the fleeting expression
of a human face. This is what constitutes their melancholy, incomparable beauty,’ he remarks ([1936]
1968: 228). Suggesting that photographs cease to
invite this ‘free-floating contemplation’ around the
turn of the twentieth century, he notes, ‘[a]t the same
time, picture magazines begin to put up signposts
for [the viewer], right ones or wrong ones, no matter.
For the first time captions have become obligatory’ (Benjamin [1936] 1968: 228, emphases added). François
embodies this modern impulse towards compulsory
captions and exhibition. As curator, he shifts Souleymane’s portrait away from the sphere of personal
remembrance and contemplation – what Benjamin
refers to as ‘cult value’ – to ‘exhibition value’.
Not incidentally, Benjamin wrote this in Germany
in 1935, when the Nazi regime used photographs
and movies (as well as postcards, which I’ll touch
upon later) quite effectively as propaganda of the
most sinister kind to eliminate individual reflection
and elicit a mass emotional response. While François’s move, on its surface, seems far from Nazi fascism, it is nonetheless political in nature, however
submerged those politics are. Of the veiled woman,
Frantz Fanon writes, ‘[t]his woman who sees without being seen frustrates the colonizer. There is no reciwww.filmint.nu | 11
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procity’ (1965: 44, emphases added). So François’s
move to caption Souleymane’s mother reflects and
extends the colonizer’s desire to occupy – to resolve
the frustration that the French feel in the face of a
woman who ‘does not yield herself, does not give
herself, does not offer herself’ (Fanon 1965: 44).
It is useful to consider, in tandem, Cantet’s role
as director, in light of Benjamin’s ([1936] 1968) reading of film. Benjamin suggests that the very act of
embedding a photograph within a sequence of photographs to create a movie functions in much the
same way as do captions, in that the filmmaker
thereby dictates exactly how his audience will read
that particular image; as he puts it,
The directives which the captions give
to those looking at pictures in illustrated
magazines soon become even more explicit
and more imperative in the film where the
meaning of each single picture appears to
be prescribed by the sequence of all preceding ones. (Benjamin [1936] 1968: 228)
So, for example, if we see an image of a ball that rolls
out of the woods, we could interpret it in a variety
of ways. But if the previous photograph, or film still,
showed a threatening-looking man leading a child
into the woods (as is the case in the German film
M [1931]) then the ball that rolls out of the woods
takes on a sinister meaning, one that film audiences
will likely all share. Likewise, Cantet’s conception
and scripting of this fabricated character in his film
becomes its own kind of capturing-cum-captioning,
much like staged postcards of veiled women that
were popular among the French in colonial Algeria.
An analysis of these postcards reveals the way
that French photographers hired models to wear the
12 | film international issue 84
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veil to pose for postcards as a retaliatory gesture, one
that returned the colonizer to primacy (Alloula 1986:
155). Much in Malek Alloula’s dissection of this phenomenon is applicable to The Class: the photographer
in his colonizing role is the antecedent for the film
director and exhibition curator – in this case, Cantet
and François. In exposing the postcards’ deception,
Alloula explains, ‘[t]he photographer will come up
with more complacent counterparts to these inaccessible Algerian women’ (1986: 17). Similarly, Cantet, by hiring a professional actress to play a fierce
Muslim mother, creates a ‘simulacrum’ that is also a
‘sham’ (Alloula 1986: 64):
the model will manage, thanks to the art of
illusion that is photography, to impersonate,
to the point of believability, the unapproachable referent: the other Algerian woman,
absent in the photo. In her semblance on
the postcard, the model is simultaneously
the epiphany of this absent woman and her
imaginary takeover. The perfection and the
credibility of the illusion are ensured by
the fact that the absent other is, by definition, unavailable and cannot issue a challenge. (Alloula 1986: 17, original emphasis)
Cantet’s illusion appears doubly credible given that
Fatoumata Kanté, the only professional actor/nonparent, is surrounded by actual parents, propping up
her false claim, an ‘imaginary takeover’ of ‘the unapproachable referent’ – a Muslim immigrant mother.
‘The “realistic” underlay allows it to obstruct the
horizon of its productions,’ Alloula suggests, ‘all of
which are meant to convey a “truth” upon the colony’ (1986: 29). The realistic underlay of Cantet’s
casting serves a similar function in representing an
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otherwise inaccessible subject. Of both the colonial
photographer and postcolonial director it might be
said: ‘What he brings back from his expedition is but
a harvest of stereotypes that express […] the limits
of fabricated realism’ (Alloula 1986: 35).
François, too, mirrors the colonizing role by claiming Souleymane’s photographs. The veil is meant to
‘recall, in individualized fashion, the closure of private space,’ Alloula notes. ‘It signifies an injunction
of no trespassing upon this space, and it extends it
to another space, the one in which the photographer
is to be found: public space’ (1986: 13). The mother’s veil signals to François a refusal to be captured
and a lack of access – a private space extended to
a public one. François’s directive to insert captions
resonates with Benjamin’s ([1936] 1968) concerns,
echoing the captioning of colonial postcards. Legends
legitimize Souleymane’s photography as ‘serious’ by
nailing down a single story. The legend ‘my mother
hates having her photo taken’ may appear harmless
or banal, but the relationship Souleymane has to his
pictures is transformed. Caption-less, Souleymane’s
portrait is intimate, expressing Benjamin’s aura
that ‘emanates […] in the fleeting expression of a
human face’ ([1936] 1968: 228); François’s directive
to caption it reflects the role of ‘obligatory’ captions
as ‘signposts […] right ones or wrong ones, no matter’
([1936] 1968: 228, emphases added). This appropriation requires a translation from the personal and
reflective to the public domain of the academy, a
shift from a ‘work of art’ to a ‘mechanical reproduction’ extinguishing aura by inscribing one set
meaning. While captions validate photography for
François, they assign a particular meaning, moving
viewers away from contemplation and towards…
well, the movies. Captions define and flatten out
Souleymane’s mother – or rather, viewers’ perception of her, which is already as angry, different and
unintelligible, or put simply, ‘foreign’. Souleymane’s
mother may seem to be rendered legible by the
caption, but it represents her as a cipher, echoing
a longstanding tradition of western images of Muslim women. The predilection for representing veiled
women as exotic, as in a harem, has in the new millennium given way to their portrayal as oppressed,
in need of saving, or as with Souleymane’s mother,
threatening, in need of diffusing.
The other photo that is featured, as it emerges on
a dot-matrix printer, is a literal auto-portrait of Souleymane, with a close-up of his tattoo, just in case
audiences needed another reminder of the associa-

tion between his mother’s resistance to enculturation, his own defiance and the Qur’an.

The white-saviour film
The dynamic between François and Souleymane,
whereby a teacher inspires a troubled student to
succeed, echoes a popular Hollywood plot, known as
the ‘white saviour’ film: ‘the genre in which a white
messianic character saves a lower- or working-class,
usually urban or isolated, nonwhite character from
a sad fate’ (Hughey 2014: 1). In its cast and set up,
The Class fits neatly into this genre with its bourgeois hero’s attempts to edify ‘urban’, ‘non-white’
students, prompting American reviewers to compare
it to movies like Dangerous Minds (1995). Yet rather
than replicating the fable of benevolent white mentor, Cantet flirts with this narrative only to upend it.
To explore how François fits, yet fails, in this role,
requires looking at the film’s larger landscape of
race. While many critics praise the racial dynamics
of The Class, others dismiss it as yet another instance
of ‘pearl-clutching liberalism’ that centres whiteness
(Galt 2014), reinforcing stereotypes of black characters as anti-intellectual and physically rebellious
(Gueye 2009). The film also invites a postcolonial
reading, such that Dana Strand observes ‘the failure
of one man to come to terms with his own personal
blind spot where France’s historical “Others” are concerned’, reflecting ‘French schools’ complicit[y] in
transposing that individual failure of vision onto a
national stage’ (2009: 259–60).
I highlight these three perspectives – (1) that the
film centres whiteness, (2) that it reinforces stereotypes about blackness, yet (3) that it provides insight
on schools’ exclusion of ‘France’s historical “Others”’ – because they go a long way towards revealing how The Class fits into the white-saviour genre.
How, then – and why – does Cantet’s film upend
the white-saviour narrative by setting François up
for failure? This question is best addressed by looking at the film’s climax, which begins with a poetry
lesson that one student interrupts, demanding to
know why his grade has been lowered. The class
representatives, Louise and Esmerelda, shown earlier attending a faculty meeting, have repeated to
their classmates the harsher comments their teachers made. Souleymane appears especially wounded
upon learning that François referred to him as ‘limited’. Rattled by the rebellion and angered by what he

The American version even states repeatedly that she speaks ‘in Malian’,
which, since no such language exists, muddies the realism further.
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views as a betrayal, François lashes out, calling the
reps pétasses, which subtitles translate to ‘skanks’.9
When his students look incredulous, François backpedals, parsing words and claiming defensively that
he never said they were skanks, only that they were
acting like skanks. Souleymane defends the girls, his
anger escalating until he storms out, swinging his
backpack, which hits another student, whose face
bleeds profusely.
The scene hinges on the relation of language to
power. The misogyny of François’s misappropriation of street slang is only heightened by his feeble
justifications. That Souleymane tutoies him (uses an
inappropriately familiar form of ‘you’) to flaunt his
disrespect, angers François further (Strand 2009:
265). What follows does little to vindicate François,
who appears shifty-eyed and culpable when filing
an incident report with the principal. When another
teacher gently confronts him about the rumours
that are swirling, we learn that he has omitted any
mention of his sexist language from the report.
This classroom mutiny effectively undercuts François’s image as ‘white saviour’. For American audiences used to a steady diet of Friday Night Lights
(2006–11), the standard racialized narrative is challenged, while French viewers more accustomed to
‘anarchist students’ acting up ‘behind their teacher’s
back’ may be less surprised but still struck by Cantet’s representation of France’s politics of difference
(Herbeck 2009: 174).10

Surveillance and naming
Souleymane’s disciplinary hearing will only emphasize these politics further, exposing how bureaucratic
structures protect François, enabling his abuse of
power. These structures are anticipated throughout
the film in a motif of high-angle shots showing the
school’s courtyard. Students remain ‘between the
walls’, but these walls enclose a space that allows
them to socialize freely during recess; their confinement here resembles that of a prison yard. Since no
camera appears, these shots give the impression of
surveillance by an authority figure monitoring the
students. Perhaps, we, too, are implicated as moviegoers engaged in socially sanctioned voyeurism, surveilling and judging.
It’s impossible not to think of Michel Foucault’s
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1977),
which draws parallels between schools and the panopticon, a circular prison with a central watchtower
and cells that spiral out, designed in 1791. Students,
like prisoners, are watched by a power that is diffuse,
but unverifiable. Cantet’s film makes the perspective
14 | film international issue 84

indeterminate, evoking the postmodern surveillance
camera, yet associates this gaze most with François:
the first high-angle shot shows a gym teacher running drills, then cuts to François watching from the
window while his students write. In setting this precedent, Cantet leads viewers to associate later highangle shots with François’s perspective, as well. The
courtyard segments suggest both surveillance as a
means of anonymous institutional discipline and
François’s voyeurism. The two go hand in hand. High
angles establish his detachment, suggesting authority and privilege, while replicating his gaze down at
others.
The absence of empathy personalized by François is intrinsic to the school. He will, after all, file
the paperwork required for Souleymane’s hearing,
despite knowing expulsion is a foregone conclusion.
Souleymane will be sacrificed doubly, both within
the narrative and on an authorial level: in the school
by François, who feels compelled to protect his
authority; and by Cantet, who ejects Souleymane
from the film to reveal the fallibility of François and
‘the system’. Even as Cantet uses Souleymane to
epitomize the problems within France’s schools, he
treats him, like his mother, as an ‘exception’. Souleymane is representative of the way that French
schools fail their multicultural population, yet also
unique in his association with Islam, which separates him from other students to the point where he
no longer belongs.
It is useful, then, to take a step back to consider
the degree to which Souleymane, too, is ‘fabricated’.
In keeping with his docudrama style, Cantet tries
to blur the lines between fact and fiction by giving
characters the same names as the student-actors –
Wey Huang and Boubacar Touré play Wei and Boubacar, just as the novelist-teacher François Bégaudeau
plays François; Nassim Amrabat plays Nassim; and
Khalid Amrabat plays Nassim’s father.
There are, however, two important exceptions. The
first is the student Khoumba, played by Rachel Régulier. Khoumba resembles Souleymane in regularly
sparring with François. The second, you may have
guessed, is Souleymane himself, played by an amateur actor named Franck Keita.
What is going on here? Why change two students’
names when every other student keeps their own
name in the interest of realism? Cantet has never
explained, but it doesn’t take an observational
genius to see what these characters, and the actors
who play them, have in common. First, Franck Keita
and Rachel Régulier are both black. Next, both are
prominent in the amount of dialogue they have and
how their actions and attitudes affect the classroom.
Last, their actual names, Franck and Rachel, are ‘tra-
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ditional’ French names, associated with European
culture. Yet the character-names assigned to them
are strongly associated with other cultures: Khoumba
sounds African – a quick search shows it to be most
popular in Senegal – while Souleymane is a common
Arabic name – the western parallel is Solomon –
derived from the king and prophet whom Judaism
and Islam share.
Cantet has, in other words, taken two black teenagers with traditional French names with JudeoChristian roots, scripted them to play rebellious and
somewhat obnoxious characters and Africanized
and Islamicized their names, and consequently, their
fictional personas.
Ironically, the cultural significance of names
is foregrounded early in the film when ‘RachelKhoumba’ (as the script refers to her) challenges
François for using ‘white’ names in his grammar lessons:
Khoumba: What’s with the Bills? […]
Why don’t you use Aïssata or Rachid or Ahmed or… […]
François seems a little put out, as if he had
been trying to avoid this kind of discussion.
[…]
François: Khoumba, if I start choosing names
to suit your different ethnic origins, it’ll
never end. (Bégaudeau et al. 2008a: 10–12)
Language again is the site of a power struggle that
François attempts to sidestep. The French script
notes, ‘[c]ela ne plaisait pas à Rachel-Khoumba de
proposer Rachid’ (Bégaudeau et al. 2008b: 25) – she
isn’t satisfied with Rachid.11 Rachel-Khoumba prefers Aïssata. In the English version, the scene concludes with Khoumba and Esmeralda calling out,

Below The Class (2008)

‘Fatou. No, Aïssata. Aïssata!’ (Bégaudeau et al. 2008a:
12).
The names debated – ‘Bill and Ben’ versus ‘Aïssata or Rachid or Ahmed’ – reflect not just race and
nation, but religion and gender. Aïssata is a variation of Aisha, Muhammed’s wife, and Ahmed and
Rachid are also associated with Muslim identity. That
Rachel-Khoumba rallies for Aïssata, repeating it three
times, is notable since Aïssata represents not just a
vaguely African ‘other’, but one linked to Islamic culture, adding another layer, that of religious identity,
to the difference that the names signify. That difference, as much as Khoumba’s interruption of the lesson, makes her protest into a threat.
The students’ protest exposes François’s Eurocentrism and sexism (there are no female names in his
repertoire), even as Cantet’s renaming reinforces
western anxieties about blackness and Islam. Cantet
and Bégaudeau have compared The Class to a match
between students, parents and teachers, none of
whom are fully innocent or culpable. ‘They all have
their weaknesses and outbursts, their moments
of grace and pettiness,’ says Cantet. ‘Each one can
exhibit both clairvoyance and blindness, comprehension and injustice’ (Bégaudeau and Cantet 2008). Yet
despite this move to make François culpable in his
cultural blindness, the act of renaming Franck and
Rachel reveals Cantet’s own bias. Black characters, it
seems, cannot represent traditional French families
or values, and so the names are changed. Here again,
The Class delivers an odd mix of provocative cultural
critique along with a dose of unself-conscious racialized stereotypes.
Lest this seem like a quibble – perhaps Cantet meant to recognize other cultures through the
names Souleymane and Khoumba? – consider that
at least one other student-actor keeps her traditional
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French name. The attractive young Louise Grinberg,
whose character-name is Louise, shares a moderate
amount of visibility, though not as much as RachelKhoumba or Franck-Souleymane. Louise, despite
having a smaller role, is featured on the poster and
DVD cover in the centre-foreground with Wei, while
Franck and Rachel flank her in the background. Louise is one of the class representatives whom is told
her attitude needs improving, though her academics
are strong. In the classroom, she is generally quiet.
Louise is also white.

The expulsion of brown bodies from the West
It is Rachel-Khoumba who was injured by FranckSouleymane, yet who in an act of empathy urges
François to forgo the hearing. If Souleymane is
expelled, his father will send him back to their village in Mali, she explains, making his a double expulsion: first from the republican institution of the
school, then from the cosmopolitan space of Paris.
Souleymane has been a disruptive force, yet he
becomes a tragic figure in the hearing, where his boyishness and innocence are highlighted by Cantet’s
cinematography, which unites him with his mother.
Souleymane enters the room defeated, refusing
to speak on his own behalf, but translating out of
necessity for his mother. She, in turn, looks wideeyed and dismayed as she attempts, in her native
language, to reason with a room full of teachers that
Souleymane is a ‘good boy’. The camera frames the
two as united in their helplessness.
The hearing’s significance is also illumined through
Foucault, specifically his analysis of tribunals’ role in
consolidating state power: ‘The workshop, the school,
the army were subject to a whole micro-penalty of
time (latenesses, absences, interruptions of tasks),
of activity (inattention, negligence, lack of zeal), of
behavior (impoliteness, disobedience), of speech (idle
chatter, insolence)’ – a list mirroring Souleymane’s
own offences (Foucault 1977: 178). State power is
exercised through tribunals, which drip down to all
segments of society. ‘At the heart of all disciplinary
systems functions a small penal mechanism,’ Foucault explains. ‘It enjoys a kind of judicial privilege
with its own laws, its specific offences, its particular
forms of judgment’ (177–78). Exclusion is key to this
project of conformity. ‘Perpetual penalty […] normalizes,’ Foucault notes (183, original emphasis), as it
exercise[s] over [students] a constant pressure to conform to the same model, so that
they might all be subjected to ‘subordination,
docility, attention in studies and exercises,
16 | film international issue 84

and to the correct practice of duties and all
the parts of discipline’. (Foucault 1977: 182)
Tribunals ‘trace the limit that will define difference
in relation to all other differences, the external frontier of the abnormal’ (Foucault 1977: 183). It is this
‘frontier’ that Souleymane breaches. François merely
serves as an internal colonial functionary of the
state. The school’s structures are designed to protect
existing hierarchies and powers – white, male, nonimmigrant, ostensibly secular but culturally Christian – considered ‘French’. François’s indictment of
Souleymane, though a personal failure, is also a systemic one, representative of larger culture wars of
which Souleymane is a casualty.
After his expulsion, Souleymane and his mother
exit and we see a close-up of François looking down,
the camera lingering as he shifts uncomfortably.
The last surveillance shot works as a coda, showing the two walking across the courtyard dwarfed
by an extreme long shot, the only sound being the
echo of their footsteps on the pavement. It lasts ten
seconds – an eternity, by filmmaking standards – as
they recede from sight. Souleymane may be leaving
the disciplinary system that he perpetually resisted,
but his departure shows neither buoyancy nor freedom. The hollow echoing of his footsteps instead
evokes a ‘dead man walking’, a condemned prisoner
facing execution pacing in a concrete cell. Souleymane’s and his mother’s roles as victims are amplified here, having swung like a pendulum from their
opposite, equally two-dimensional roles as disruptive ciphers. The film seems unwilling to put them
in any other.

Conclusion: The Class and the aftermath of 9/11
Souleymane’s fate resonates beyond French borders
within the larger cultural landscape of the West.
The subject of critique – France’s schools with their
hegemonic culture, blind to the country’s history of
colonization – is reflected unconsciously in Cantet’s
construction of a narrative that symbolically banishes its one Muslim youth from school and from
France. Souleymane thus joins the swelling ranks
of fictional immigrants treated as brown bodies to
be expelled, a motif of acclaimed post-9/11 texts,
including the film The Visitor (2008) and novels The
Submission (2011), From the Memoirs of a Non-Enemy
Combatant (2012) and Behold the Dreamers (2016).
Despite different national contexts, the principle
remains the same: the expulsion is cast as a dark
fate for non-white immigrants, who land in prison
(Guantánamo in From the Memoirs); repressive politi-
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cal landscapes (Syria in The Visitor); or simply the
more limited opportunities of their family’s homeland (Mumbai in The Submission, Cameroon in Behold
the Dreamers). Cantet’s portrayal of François as ‘failed
white saviour’ likewise echoes protagonists from
these texts whose good intentions are no match for
the bureaucratic systems they face.12
The Class, in its translation from Bégaudeau’s docuro-ment to Cantet’s docudrama, reflects a strange
combination of self-awareness and obliviousness,
as Cantet highlights François’s failings as a privileged European with power over minority youth,
yet himself reflexively mirrors François’s blindness.
The fabricated fuzziness of Souleymane’s identity –
the illegible tattoo, his mother’s indecipherable language – raises the question: what constitutes Islam,
Africa, blackness or Arab identity in the French
imagination? There is no clear answer, only confusion symptomatic of the fact that France (here
François) doesn’t know enough to identify with any
clarity what it means to be Arab, Muslim or African,
but, rather than discovering and dealing with its
own identity as a nation, prefers to expel whatever
appears foreign.
Bégaudeau’s original novel shows more insight,
addressing its historical context directly.
‘I was glad about September eleventh,’ one student reflects, and when François balks, another adds,
‘Well m’sieur what about all the dead people the
Americans are making in Palestine and all’ (Bégaudeau 2006: 174). François, alluding to the 2004 Madrid
train bombings, argues that a western citizen like
him, who perhaps opposed the Iraq invasion, doesn’t
deserve to die.
‘Yes but if the French people don’t say they don’t
agree, it’s like they do agree,’ a student retorts, asking, ‘[d]id you say that – did you tell people – that you
don’t agree?’
François replies feebly, ‘[a] little.’
‘A little means nobody heard you and so there you
are, the Islamists can’t know it,’ the passage concludes, giving students the last word (Bégaudeau
2006: 195, original emphasis).13
Cantet’s film erases both historical references and
the question of complicity. Through Souleymane,
traces of this context remain, but subverted, so that
instead of having the last word, any voices representing Muslims are silenced. The Class in this way
reflects an underlying effect of anxiety and ambivalence about Muslims that has only heightened in
the new millennium since ‘le 11 septembre’. If, when
the film was released in 2008, audiences weren’t sure
where the West was headed, we can now see with
the 20/20 vision of hindsight: it was in a long march
towards Brexit, Trump and the rise of Marine Le Pen,

who despite her defeat, earned, strikingly, one-third
of the vote for the Front National.
The Class stages its classroom not just as a classroom, but as France itself, which is why François’s
failure at the end is also France’s failure. But the failure is not one of civilizing the savages. The failure is
that the French realize that they are not who they
have always believed themselves to be.
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Endnotes
1. L’école républicaine is ‘the notion that the educational
system founded by Jules Ferry at the end of the
nineteenth century is the institutional guardian of
Enlightenment principles and the Revolutionary
tradition.’ A central principle is that ’state-sponsored
school[s] should first and foremost train students in the
use of their own faculties of reason and abstain from
all forms of indoctrination’ (Sachs 2008: 74). See Claude
Lelièvre’s Histoire des institutions scolaires (1789–1989)
(1990: 17–18) for a more in-depth explanation.

10. Mariah Devereux Herbeck (2009) cites Truffaut’s The
400 Blows (Les Quatre cents coups, 1959) and Jean Vigo’s
Zero for Conduct (Zéro de conduite, 1933).
11. The American screenplay does not include this line.
12. The Visitor, The Submission and Behold the Dreamers,
for instance, include this ‘failed white-saviour
narrative’.
13. François in the film says he is not proud to be
French, but this line goes unexplained. Submerged in
the debate about names, it’s easily missed.

2. Bégaudeau himself refers to his book as ‘docu-roment’, combining roman (novel) with a conjugation of
mensonge (to lie), emphasizing its blend of fiction with
documentary (Sachs 2008: 84).
3. Two black teachers appear in a faculty meeting, but
never speak nor reappear – if you blink, you’ll miss
them.
4. The 2004 law banned the wearing of all religious
symbols in French schools, but it is widely considered
to have taken aim specifically at the use of
headscarves. The 2011 law bans these religious
garments not only from schools, but from all public
spaces.
5. ‘Le Pen and others confronted post-war
decolonization and loss of empire,’ Hainworth notes, as
a ‘national defeat and humiliation’ (Hainsworth 2016:
31), responding with an ‘elevation of xenophobia and
racism as the panacea for the evils of modernity’
(Burrin quoted in Hainsworth 2016: 31). See Simmons
(1996) and Davies (1999), especially Davies’s section
‘Immigration: The Islamic “threat”’ (1999: 187–94).
6. Translations are taken from the American
screenplay, which appears to be translated from the
final cut of the film, not from the French screenplay.
7. Sunni Muslims adhering to the Shafi‘i school of law
argue that ‘tattooing causes impurity, that tattoos are
prohibited by the prophet Muhammad’, though some
gap exists between ‘theory and practice’ (Larsson 2014:
241). See Larsson (2014) for more on this subject.
8. The actor playing the brother also appears unrelated
to Souleymane, since he has a different last name.
9. See Strand (2009: 265) for a debate on this
translation of pétasse.
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